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1.  Introduction  
The Bureau of Land Managementôs (BLM) Battle Mountain District, Mountain Lewis Field Office 

(MLFO), Ely District, Egan Field Office (EFO) and the Elko District, Tuscarora Field Office (TFO) are 

proposing to gather excess wild horses from the Diamond, Diamond Hills North, and Diamond Hills 

South Herd Management Areas (HMA) and outside the HMAs hereafter referred as the Diamond 

Complex beginning in January 2013.  An on-site wild horse adoption event could also be held in 

conjunction with the gather.  Based on current conditions and monitoring data, the Diamond Complex 

has been identified as experiencing an escalating situation
1
 due to ongoing drought conditions and 

current yearsô livestock grazing combined with excessive wild horse populations. 

 

This Environmental Assessment (EA) is a site-specific analysis of the potential impacts that could result 

from implementation of any one of the Action Alternatives.  An EA provides sufficient information and 

analysis for determining whether to prepare an Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) or a Finding of 

No Significant Impact (FONSI).ò
2
  This EA ensures compliance with the National Environmental Policy 

Act (NEPA) by providing site-specific analysis of potential direct, indirect, and cumulative effects to the 

human environment associated with completion of a gather and removal of excess wild horses in the 

Diamond Complex.  Should a determination be made that implementation of the Proposed Action or 

alternative actions would not result in ñsignificant environmental impactsò a FONSI would be prepared to 

document that determination, and a Decision Record issued providing the rationale for approving the chosen 

alternative. 

1.1.  Background 

Since the passage of the Wild Free-Roaming Horses and Burros Act (WFRHBA) of 1971, knowledge 

regarding management of wild horse population levels has increased.  By law, BLM is required to 

remove excess animals once a determination has been made that excess animals are present and removal 

is necessary to address the current overpopulation.  In the past two decades, program goals have shifted 

beyond establishing a ñthriving natural ecological balanceò (i.e. establishing Appropriate Management 

Level [AML ]) for individual herds) and conducting gathers to achieving and maintaining wild horse 

populations within the established AML so as to manage for a healthy wild horse populations and 

healthy rangelands.  Management actions resulting from shifting the program emphasis include 

increasing fertility control and adjusting sex ratios to reduce population growth rates and increase gather 

intervals, improving the accuracy of population inventories and collecting genetic baseline data to 

support genetic health assessments.  Decreasing numbers of excess wild horses removed while reducing 

population growth rates and ensuring the welfare of wild horses on the range is pertinent to these 

program goals and consistent with findings and recommendations from the American Horse Protection 

Association (AHPA), the American Association of Equine Practitioners (AAEP), Humane Society of the 

United States (HSUS), Government Accountability Office (GAO), Office of Inspector General (OIG) 

and new draft BLM strategy.  BLMôs management of wild horses must also be consistent with Standards 

and Guidelines for Rangeland Health and for Healthy Wild Horse Populations developed by the 

Northeastern Great Basin Resource Advisory Council (RAC). 

                                                 
1.  Per BLM Wild Horse and Burro Management Handbook 4700-1, escalating problems are defined Escalating problems are defined as 

conditions that deteriorate over time.  The key indicator is a decline in the amount of forage or water available for WH&B use, which result 

in negative impacts to animal condition and rangeland health.  Causal factors are normally drought or animal numbers in excess of AML.  

These situations can be detected in advance (four to six months or longer) and are managed through the normal planning process, The goal 

is is early detection and monitoring  in order to manage the situations so they do not become ñEmergency situations.ò   

2.  40 CFR Sec. 1508.9. 
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To further implement this strategy of increasing 

population controls as a management tool, the 

2012 and 2013 BLM wild horse gather schedule 

increased emphasis on applying fertility control 

to reduce growth rates and thus the number of 

horses that must ultimately be removed from the 

range and either found adoptive homes or kept 

in long-term pastures.  This strategyôs long term 

goal is to reduce population growth rates so the 

number of excess wild horses removed are 

lower and at levels for which adoption demand 

exists. 

 

The Diamond Complex consists of three HMAs 

encompassing the Diamond Mountain Range, and the Diamond Hills north of Eureka, Nevada in 

Eureka, White Pine and Elko Counties.  The three HMAs fall along the boundaries of the Battle 

Mountain, Ely and Elko BLM Districts and include the Diamond, Diamond Hills South and Diamond 

Hills North HMAs.  This area is managed as a Complex due to the inherent movement patterns of the 

wild horses throughout all three HMAs.  The MLFO manages the Diamond HMA, EFO manages the 

Diamond Hills South HMA and the TFO manages the Diamond Hills North HMA.  The MLFO is the 

lead office for preparation of this EA.  The Diamond Complex spans 55 miles from north to south, and 

is approximately 12 miles wide.  Map 1 displays the Diamond Complex, and Map 2 displays the grazing 

allotments within the Complex.  

 

The AML is defined as the number of wild horses that can be sustained within a designated HMA which 

achieves and maintains a thriving natural ecological balance
3
 in keeping with the multiple-use 

management concept for the area.  The AMLs for the Diamond Complex were established through Final 

Multiple Use Decisions (FMUDs), Resource Management Plans (RMPs), Livestock Use Agreements or 

Land Use Plan (LUP) Amendments following consultation with permittees and the interested public.  

AMLs were established following the collection, analysis, and interpretation of monitoring data, which 

included precipitation, use pattern mapping, trend, production, census/inventory, and carrying capacity 

analysis.  Monitoring data including vegetation trend, utilization, riparian functioning condition, wild 

horse inventory and distribution, actual use and climate data has been collected through an ongoing 

monitoring program since the AMLs were established.  Refer to Appendix B for more detailed 

information about the designation of the HMAs in the Diamond Complex and the establishment of the 

AMLs. 

 

                                                 
3.   The Interior Board of Land Appeals (IBLA) defined the goal for managing wild horse (or burro) populations in a thriving 

natural ecological balance as follows:  ñAs the court stated in Dahl v. Clark, supra at 594, the óbenchmark testô for 

determining the suitable number of wild horses on the public range is óthriving ecological balance.ô  In the words of the 

conference committee which adopted this standard: óThe goal of WH&B management ***should be to maintain a thriving 

ecological balance between WH&B populations, wildlife, livestock and vegetation, and to protect the range from the 

deterioration associated with overpopulation of wild horses and burros.ô ò (Animal Protection Institute of America v. Nevada 

BLM, 109 IBLA 115, 1989).   

 

 
Figure 1:  Diamond HMA.  August 2012. 
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The following table displays the acreages of the Diamond Complex, established AMLs, and 2012 

estimated population based on the direct count obtained during a comprehensive helicopter inventory 

completed November 6-7, 2012.   
 

 

Table 1: Diamond Complex Overview 

HMA District/Field Office  Acres AML 
Estimated 

2012 
Population  

% of 
AML 

Diamond  Battle Mountain/Mount Lewis 164,929 151 298 197% 
Diamond Hills North  Elko/Tuscarora 71,534 37 174 470% 
Diamond Hills South  Ely/Egan 19,000 10-22 30 

1550% 
Outside HMA Ely/Egan 99,500 0 311 

Total  354,963 198-210 813 387% 

 

 

As noted in the table, there is a considerable land area in the Complex (99,500 acres) that is located 

outside of the HMA boundaries, south of the Diamond Hills South HMA on the east side of the 

Diamond Mountain Range.  The total acreage of the HMAs excluding the non-HMA area is 

approximately 257,378 acres.  The area outside of the HMA boundaries has not been designated as Herd 

Areas.  Use in these areas has not been allocated for management of wild horses.   

 

The upper levels of AML established for the HMAs represent the maximum population for which a 

thriving natural ecological balance and multiple use relationship on the public lands can be maintained.  

The lower level represents the number of animals that should remain in the HMAs following a wild 

horse gather in order to allow for a periodic gather cycle.  ñProper range management dictates removal 

of horses before the herd size causes damage to the range land. Thus, the optimum number of horses is 

somewhere below the number that would cause resource damageò (118 IBLA 75).   

 

The AML for the Diamond Hills South HMA was established as a range which allows for the periodic 

removal of excess animals (to the low range) and subsequent population growth (to the high range) 

between removals.  The BLMôs current guidance is to establish AMLs as a range; however the AML for 

the Diamond and Diamond Hills North HMAs were established prior to this guidance and were set as a 

single number, which represents the upper limit of AML.  Therefore, removal of excess wild horses 

from the range would involve removal of a number of animals below the AML so as to allow for 

population increase between gathers without exceeding the AML.  The decisions establishing these 

AMLs have already been made through previous processes and this EA is for actions to implement those 

prior decisions.   

 

The most recent gather of the Diamond Complex was completed in summer 2004.  A total of 603 wild 

horses were gathered, with 473 removed from the range and transported to BLM facilities.  A total of 

117 were released to the range, including 86 mares vaccinated with fertility control.  The post gather 

population of the Complex was estimated to be approximately 161 wild horses, including both released 

wild horses and those that evaded capture. 

 

Through the review of monitoring data including trend, utilization, actual use and climate, wild horse 

inventory flights and field observations, the BLM has determined that 690 excess wild horses are present 

within the Diamond Complex and need to be removed in order to achieve the low range of AML, restore 

a thriving natural ecological balance and prevent further degradation of the range caused by an 
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overpopulation of wild horses.   

 

The current population of wild horses in the Diamond Complex is causing impacts to rangeland health 

including heavy and severe utilization of key perennial forage species, trailing and erosion, trampling 

and heavy use of riparian areas and damage to water developments.  Monitoring since 2004 has shown 

that as the population increased, the degree of impacts also increased.  More detail about monitoring in 

the Diamond Complex is presented in Appendix C.  

 

2012 presented severe and extreme drought conditions throughout Nevada, including the Diamond 

Complex, compounding the impacts by the current over population of wild horses.  Lack of precipitation 

resulted in no growth of perennial vegetation in many areas, especially low elevations.  Many springs 

dried up and water availability at perennial sources was substantially reduced.  In addition to increased 

trailing, utilization and impacts to riparian areas by wild horses, concerns also include considerably 

reduced forage in the lower elevations foothills and valleys which will limit forage availability to wild 

horses during the coming fall and winter.  Furthermore, monitoring indicates that a large number of wild 

horses are already using this winter range habitat in search of sufficient forage. 

 

As a result of the drought monitoring, in order to protect resources, encourage drought recovery and 

protect wild horses, livestock operators voluntarily agreed to remove livestock from the Diamond HMA 

in August and September, 2012.  Though additional moisture was received in the way of isolated 

thundershowers beginning in late August, the additional precipitation was not sufficient to provide 

adequate growth or recovery of forage.  Some flush of green growth occurred and waters were able to 

maintain levels.  The additional late summer rains essentially slowed the progression of the drought 

issue rather than resolving it.  Monitoring of these escalating issues has been ongoing as the forage and 

water availability threatens to lead to declining wild horse body condition and potential emergency 

situation.   

 

During the helicopter inventory completed November 6-7, 2012, observers documented substantially 

depleted forage conditions especially within winter range/low elevations of the Diamond HMA, 

Diamond Hills South HMA, and the Diamond Hills North HMA.  Heavy use and trailing near riparian 

areas, was also identified.  Declining wild horse body condition in the Diamond HMA was also 

documented with numerous mares with nursing foals exhibiting accentuated backbone and hip bones 

(refer to photo, Figure 20, Section 3.2).  Additional information about the 2012 inventory is available in 

Section 3.2, Appendix B and C of the EA.   

 

Figures 2-7 display representative forage and water conditions as documented during the 2012 field 

season.  Additional photos taken during the 2012 field season and the November 2012 inventory are 

located throughout the EA.  The table located in Section 9, displays information about the photos 

including HMA, subject matter, location and the month/year taken.   
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Figure 2:  Diamond Hills South HMA, 7/25/12.  Key Area 
RR-01. Crested wheat grass and basin wildrye in the Big 
"ÕÒÎ ÔÈÁÔ ÏÃÃÕÒÒÅÄ ÉÎ ÔÈÅ ÍÉÄ υύϋτȭÓ ×ÈÉÃÈ ÓÈÏ×Ó ÓÅÖÅÒÅ 

use by wild horses.   

Figure 3:  Diamond Hills South HMA, 7/25/12.  Key Area RR-
03. The Key Area is located in a reseeded small burn which 

shows heavy/severe use by wild horses. 

 
 

Figure 4:  June 7, 2012.  Diamond HMA.  Three-Mile 
Canyon Spring. 

Figure 5:  July 2, 2012.  Diamond HMA.  Three-Mile Canyon 
Spring, dry. 

 
 

Figure 6:  June 26, 2012, Diamond HMA.  Walters Canyon 
Spring 

Figure 7:  June 26, 2012, Diamond HMA.  One of several 
groups of wild horses using the spring (at left) trail away as 

BLM staff approach. 
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In addition to impacts by wild horses and rangeland degradation within the Diamond Complex, wild 

horses have moved outside of designated Diamond Complex boundaries onto private and public lands as 

observed by BLM staff since 2006.  As the overpopulation of wild horses increases within the Diamond 

Complex, this results in wild horse movement beyond the HMA boundaries in search of forage, water, 

and space.  During 2012, that movement has been further documented.  Between the August 2012 over 

flight of the Diamond HMA and the November 2012 inventory, approximately 70 wild horses left the 

Diamond HMA with most moving onto the Ely District to the non-HMA areas south of the Diamond 

Hills South HMA.  A total of 311 wild horses were observed outside of HMA boundaries during the 

inventory, an increase from 127 observed in the 2006 inventory.  Under regulations at 43 CFR § 4710.4, 

BLM is required to manage wild horses within their HMAs and to remove wild horses that take up 

residence outside of the Diamond Complex HMA boundaries.  Additionally, numerous wild horses have 

likely moved north onto the Diamond Hills North HMA in search of more adequate forage and water as 

indicated by wild horse characteristics noted during the November 2012 inventory which are typical of 

wild horses from the Diamond Hills South HMA.   

 

Comments received from the public for BLM gathers over the past few years have emphasized the 

desire for BLM to increase the use of fertility control in order to reduce the number of wild horses that 

have to be removed from the range or maintained in Long Term Pastures (LTPs).  This proposed gather 

is the result of National BLM direction to increase the use of fertility control to maintain wild horses 

within AML with fewer necessary removals. 

 

The following is a message from the previous BLM Director Bob Abbey:  ñThe BLM finds itself in the 

predicament of needing to gather overpopulated herds from the Western range each year while its 

holding costs keep rising ï with no end in sight.  Recognizing this unsustainable situation, the 

Government Accountability Office, in a report issued in October 2008, found the Bureau to be at a 

ñcritical crossroadsò because of spiraling off-the-range holding costs and its limited management 

options concerning unadopted horses.   

In response, Secretary of the Interior Ken Salazar and I announced on October 7, 2009, a new and 

sustainable way forward for managing our nationôs wild horse horses and burros.  We recommended 

applying new strategies aimed at balancing wild horse and burro population growth rates with public 

adoption demand to control holding costs [emphasis in original].  This effort would involve slowing 

population growth rates of wild horses on Western public rangelands through the aggressive use of 

fertility control, the active management of sex ratios on the range, and perhaps even the introduction of 

non-reproducing herds in some of the BLMôs existing Herd Management Areas in 10 Western statesò.  

Refer to the entire message at http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/wild_horse_and_burro/national 

/about/director.html 

The following is a quote from the Humane Society for the United States (HSUS):  ñThe HSUS strongly 
supports an increase in the use of fertility control ï specifically the Porcine Zona Pellucida (PZP) 

immunocontraception vaccine ï and sex ratio adjustments to slow population growth.  This work should 

immediately be expanded to as many herds as possible as an alternative to gathers and long term 

holding.  With an efficacy rate of over 90%
2
, a comprehensive contraception program could 

dramatically reduce the financial burden on the agency and allow the BLM to once again focus its 

resources and efforts on range management programsò (HSUS 2010). 

 

The American Association of Equine Practitioners (AAEP) issued a BLM Task Force Report in August 

2011 following their evaluation of handling procedures and animal welfare at wild horse gathers, and 

http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/wild_horse_and_burro/national%20/about/director.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/prog/wild_horse_and_burro/national%20/about/director.html
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short and long term holding facilities.  In the Executive Summary of this report is stated:  ñClearly the 

mission of the BLM Program ï Healthy Ranges, Healthy Horses ï is not a simple one. A central issue 

for all discussions involving the care and management of the wild horse population is controlling the 

reproductive rate of the wild horses on the range.  The AAEP encourages the BLM to prioritize research 

and application of effective fertility control methods in order to reduce the foaling rate in wild herdsò. 

1.2.  Purpose of and Need for the Proposed Action 

The purpose of the Proposed Action is to remove excess wild horses from within and outside the 

Diamond Complex, to manage wild horses at the established AML ranges for the HMAs, to reduce the 

wild horse population growth rates in order to prevent degradation of the public lands by protecting 

rangeland resources from deterioration associated with excess wild horses within and outside the HMA 

boundaries within the Complex, and to restore a thriving natural ecological balance and multiple use 

relationship on the public lands consistent with the provisions of Section 1333 (a) of the WFRHBA of 

1971. 
 

The Need for the Proposed Action is to protect rangeland resources and to prevent degradation 

associated with excess population of wild horses within the Complex and use of rangeland resources by 

wild horses outside the Complex boundary.  The need for the Action Alternatives is based on BLMôs 

obligations established by the provisions of the WFRHBA which mandates management of wild horses 

in a manner that is designed to achieve and maintain a thriving natural ecological balance on the public 

lands and to prevent the unnecessary death of wild horses resulting from conditions due to drought and 

lack of forage. 

1.3.  Land Use Plan Conformance 

Battle Mountain District/Mount Lewis Field Office 

The Proposed Action is in conformance with the Shoshone-Eureka Resource Area (SERA) Resource 

Management Plan (RMP) Objectives (Shoshone-Eureka RMP Record of Decision (ROD) dated 1986 

and SERA RMP Amendment, ROD dated 1987).  

 

Wild Horse & Burro Management Objectives: 

1) To manage viable herds of sound, healthy wild horses in a wild and free roaming state. 

2) To initially manage wild horse populations at existing numbers based on the 1982 aerial counts 

and determine if this level of use can be maintained. 

3) To manage wild horses within the areas which constituted their habitat at the time the Wild and 

Free-Roaming Horse and Burro Act became law in 1971. 

 

Ely District/Egan Field Office 

The Proposed Action is in conformance with the 2008 Ely District ROD and Approved RMP (August 

2008) on page 46, as required by regulation (43 CFR 1610.5-3(a)) as follows: 

 

¶ Goal: ñMaintain and manage healthy, self-sustaining wild horses herds inside herd management 

areas within appropriate management levels to ensure a thriving natural ecological balance while 

preserving a multiple-use relationship with other uses and resources.ò 

¶ Objective: ñTo maintain wild horse herds at appropriate management levels within herd 

management areas where sufficient habitat resources exist to sustain healthy populations at those 

levels.ò 
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Elko District Office/Tuscarora Field Office 

The Elko RMP ROD dated March 11, 1987 provided for four wild horse Herd Areas (HAs) and 

ñgatherings as needed to maintain numbers.ò In 2003, the Elko RMP was amended for wild horse 

management to establish four current HMAs (Diamond Hills North, Little Humboldt, Owyhee, and 

Rock Creek) and their boundaries, to identify the AML  for the four HMAs within the Elko Resource 

Area, and to establish a process for modifying AMLs for wild horses through monitoring, evaluation, 

and Herd Management Area Plans.  

 

This EA tiers to the documents identified above, as appropriate. 

1.4.  Relationship to Statutes, Regulations, Policy, Plans or Other Environmental 
Analysis 

The Proposed Action is in conformance with the WFRHBA of 1971 (Public Law 92-195, as amended), 

Section 302 (a) and (b) of the Federal Land Policy and Management Act (FLPMA) of 1976, the Public 

Rangelands Improvement Act (PRIA) of 1978 (Pub. L. 95-514, Sec. 4), the Code of Federal Regulations 

(CFR) at 43 CFR §4700, case law and policies.  Applicable excerpts are as follows: 
 

Where the Secretary determines . . .that an overpopulation exists . . . he shall immediately remove excess 

animals from the range so as to achieve appropriate management levels. Such action shall be taken . . . 

until all excess animals have been removed so as to restore a thriving natural ecological balance to the 

range, and protect the range from the deterioration associated with overpopulation (WFRHBA).    

 

FLPMA amended the WFRHBA with ñIn administering this Act, the Secretary may use or contract for 

the use of helicopters or, for the purpose of transporting captured animals, motor vehicles.  Such use 

shall be undertaken only after a public hearing and under the direct supervision of the Secretary or of a 

duly authorized official or employee of the 

Departmentò.   

 

PRIA directs the continued ñpolicy of 

protecting wild free-roaming horses and 

burros from capture, branding, 

harassment, or death, while at the same 

time facilitating the removal and disposal 

of excess wild free-roaming horses and 

burros which pose a threat to themselves 

and their habitat and to other rangeland 

valuesò. 

 

BLM policy IM 2010-135, states at 

Section E:  ñDuring gather or herd 

management area planning, the 

authorized officer will consider a range of 

alternatives to reduce (slow) population 

growth rates and extend gather cycles for 

all wild horse herds with annual growth rates greater than or equal to 5%.  These alternatives may 

include (but are not limited to): fertility control, adjustments in the sex ratio in favor of males, a 

combination of fertility control and sex ratio adjustment, and management of selected HMAs for non-

reproducing wild horsesò.  Similar direction is also located at Section 4.5.3 of the Wild Horses and 

 
Figure 8:  Diamond Hills North HMA, November 7, 2012 Inventory.  
This area was burned by wildfire in 1999.  Seeded native grasses 

and crested wheatgrass has been impacted by drought and use by 
livestock and wild horses, supporting very little forage at this time. 
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Burros Management Handbook H 4700-1. 
 

Additionally, federal regulations at 43 CFR 4700.0-6 (a) state ñWild horses shall be managed as self-

sustaining populations of healthy animals in balance with other uses and the productive capacity of their 

habitat (emphasis added).ò 

 

The Interior Board of Land Appeals (IBLA) in Animal Protection Institute et al., (118 IBLA 75 (1991)) 

found that under the WFRHBA ñexcess animalsò must be removed from an area in order to preserve and 

maintain a thriving natural ecological balance and multiple-use relationship in that area.   

 

Washington Office Instruction Memorandum 2012-043 Greater Sage-Grouse Interim Management 

Policies and Procedures directs the BLM to manage wild horses and burros within the established AMLs 

and to prioritize removals of excess wild horses in priority habitat.  The policy also emphasizes habitat 

protection and management actions to improve degraded habitat. 

 

The Proposed Action is consistent with the following Federal, State, and local plans to the maximum 

extent possible: 

 

¶ White Pine County Portion (Lincoln/White Pine Planning Area) Sage Grouse Conservation Plan 

(2004) 

¶ State Protocol Agreement Between the Bureau of Land Management, Nevada and the Nevada 

Historic Preservation Office (2012) 

¶ Northeastern Great Basin Resource Advisory Council (RAC) Standards and Guidelines 

(February 12, 1997) 

¶ White Pine County Elk Management Plan (2006 revision) 

¶ Endangered Species Act ï 1973 

¶ Migratory Bird Treaty Act (1918 as amended) and Executive Order 13186 (1/11/01) 

¶ White Pine County Public Land and Natural Resource Management Plan as adopted by the 

Board of County Commissioners of White Pine County (2007) 

¶ Bureau of Land Management ñManagement Guidelines for Sage Grouse and Sagebrush 
Ecosystems in Nevada: (October 2000) 

¶ Eureka County Master Plan (2010) 

¶ Western Association of Fish and Wildlife Agencies (WAFWA) Guidelines to Manage Sage 

Grouse Population and their Habitats (2004) 

¶ 2008 Elko County Public Lands Policy Plan. 

1.5.  Conformance with Rangeland Health Standards and Guidelines 

The Proposed Action is in conformance with the Northeastern Great Basin RAC Standards and 

Guidelines for Rangeland Health, and Wild Horses and Burros. 

http://www.blm.gov/nv/st/en/res/resource_advisory/northeastern_great/s_gs/wild_horses.html 

1.6.  Decision to be Made 

The authorized officer(s) shall determine whether or not to implement a wild horse gather to remove 

excess wild horses and to return the wild horse population to AML.  The authorized officer(s) may 

utilize portion(s) of any alternative to make their decision that they feel will fulfill the purpose and need 

for the action at hand. 
 

http://www.blm.gov/nv/st/en/res/resource_advisory/northeastern_great/s_gs/wild_horses.html
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The decision would not establish or adjust the AML, which was established through previous planning-

level decisions.  Monitoring and other available information confirms that an excess population of wild 

horses exists within the Diamond Complex and need to be removed in order to preserve a thriving 

natural ecological balance.  Based on the available monitoring information that shows the excess wild 

horses are impacting rangeland resources, it is not appropriate at this time to make adjustments to AML.  

Future decisions regarding long-term management within the Diamond Complex would continue to be 

accomplished with public involvement through a Herd Management Area Plan or other activity level 

management plans specific to the HMAs based on available monitoring data.  Additionally, the decision 

would not adjust livestock use, which also has been allocated through prior planning-level processes and 

decisions, and for which any adjustments must be made through the applicable regulatory procedures set 

forth at 43 C.F.R. Part 4100.  

1.7.  Scoping and Identification of Issues 

The MLFO mailed a scoping letter dated 

June 4, 2012 to 165 individuals, agencies 

and organizations on the interested public 

list for the Diamond Complex.  Among 

these was the Nevada State Clearinghouse 

which made the scoping letter available for 

review by Nevada State Agencies.  The 

scoping documents were also posted on the 

Diamond Complex web page and a news 

release was issued informing the public of 

the opportunity to submit comments, 

recommendations and alternatives for the 

completion of the Diamond Complex EA.  

Letters were also sent to Native American 

Tribal Representatives throughout Central 

Nevada on June 12, 2012, informing them 

of the proposed gather.  Comments 

received through September 12, 2012 were considered in completion of the Preliminary Diamond 

Complex Gather EA and summarized in Appendix F of the Preliminary EA.  As a result of the scoping 

comments received, additional information and photos were added to the Preliminary EA to provide 

clarification or facts of interest that would help the reader better understand the Affected Environment 

and Environmental Consequences of the proposed gather.    

 

The Preliminary Diamond Complex Gather EA was made available to the public for 30 day comment on 

October 19, 2012.  The Preliminary EA was also made available to the Nevada State Clearinghouse 

which made the notification letter and EA available for review by over 50 different local, county, state, 

and federal agencies from around the state.  The Preliminary EA was posted on the Diamond Complex 

website and NEPA Register.  

 

All comments were reviewed in preparation of the Final Diamond Complex Gather EA.  These 

comments are summarized within Appendix F of the Final EA.  The overwhelming majority of these 

comments were fashioned from a mass form letter generated from an animal welfare organization.  

These ñform lettersò were reviewed and considered, however, only yielded 19 distinct comments.  

Unique comments or letters were received from approximately 20 individuals, agencies or organizations.  

Comments ranged from questions seeking additional information or clarification to comments for or 

 
Figure 9:  Ely District, outside of HMA boundaries, south of the 
Diamond Hills South HMA.  Helicopter inventory November 6, 

2012. 
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against the gather.  Many comments were not specific to this Proposed Action but generally addressed 

the BLMs wild horse and burro program.  Most comments reviewed fell among but were not limited to 

the following themes:  

 

Support the action/importance of maintaining AMLs 

Inventory/animal numbers  

Genetic health 

AMLs should be increased 

Effectiveness/reversibility/undesirable effects of PZP and or sex ratio adjustment 

Adequacy of alternatives 

Outside of scope of analysis  

Viewpoint/matter of opinion  

Concerns/effects of use of helicopters  

Public viewing opportunities during gathers 

Manage primarily for wild horses/remove or reduce livestock 

 

As a result of the comments received, some additions were made to the EA for clarification purposes; 

including discussion in Section 2.1 and Appendix A.III regarding safety and humane treatment of the 

wild horses, and information throughout the document and Appendix B and C regarding the results of 

the wild horse inventory in November 2012.  Additionally, photos were added throughout the document 

with a key to the photos inserted in Section 9.0 to further illustrate conditions of the range, wild horse 

condition, resource issues and inventory methods.   Beyond these changes, no substantial modifications 

were made to the EA as a result of the comments received.   

 

A public hearing is held annually on a state-wide basis regarding the use of motorized vehicles in the 

management of wild horses (or burros) (inventory, gather operations, and transport).  During this 

hearing, the public is given the opportunity to present new information and to voice any concerns or 

opinions regarding the use of motorized vehicles in the management of wild horses and burros. The 

Carson City District Office held the 2012 Nevada state-wide hearing on May 29, 2012. 

2.  Description of the Proposed Action and Alternatives  
The following section details the Proposed Action and Alternatives that will be analyzed in this EA, as 

well as alternatives considered, but not carried forward for analysis. 
 

The Proposed Action and sequential alternatives were developed to meet the Purpose and Need (i.e. to 

remove excess wild horses, manage wild horses within identified HMA boundaries, reduce herd growth 

rates, maintain AML and ensure a thriving natural ecological balance).  Additionally, these alternatives 

considered current National WH&B Program direction that directs the BLM to implement population 

control measures during gathers in an effort to reduce population growth rates so as to reduce gather 

frequency and the number of excess wild horses that ultimately must be removed from the range in 

future gathers in order to maintain populations at AML.  The Proposed Action and Alternatives were 

developed in consideration of the issues presently and previously identified during internal and external 

scoping and agency consultation.  The following section provides a brief overview of the Alternatives 

which are further described in detail in Section 2.1 and 2.2. 

 

Proposed Action:  Use multiple gathers over a 10-year period for selective removal of excess wild 

horses to achieve low range of AML (123 wild horses), and to implement population growth control 
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using fertility control treatments (PZP-22 or most current formulations) and sex ratio adjustments.  

Under the Proposed Action, the BLM would continue with this treatment protocol over the next 10 years 

by conducting maintenance gathers in the Diamond Complex to continue the population growth control 

protocols and remove primarily adoptable excess wild horses to maintain AML.  Sex ratio adjustment to 

favor studs would be implemented during gathers in which the low AML is not achieved.  If gather 

efficiencies utilizing a helicopter do not achieve the desired goals of the Proposed Action, water/bait 

trapping may be utilized during the life of the plan to remove sufficient numbers of excess wild horses to 

achieve the management targets, to relieve resource concerns and/or remove concentrated groups of 

excess wild horses both inside and outside the HMA boundaries within the Diamond Complex. 

 

Alternative 1:  Use an initial gather and selective removal of excess wild horses to achieve a post gather 

population of 123 wild horses (low AML) within the Diamond Complex without implementation of 

fertility control.  Under Alternative 1, the BLM would continue with this follow-up gathers over the next 

10 years. The BLM would conduct maintenance gathers in the Diamond Complex to remove adoptable, 

excess wild horses to maintain AML.  If gather efficiencies utilizing a helicopter do not achieve the 

desired goals of Alternative 1, water/bait trapping may be utilized during the life of the plan to remove 

sufficient numbers of wild horses to achieve the management targets, to relieve resource concerns and/or 

remove concentrated groups of excess wild horses both inside and outside the HMA boundaries within 

the Diamond Complex.   

 
Alternative 2:  Use an initial gather and selective removal of excess wild horses, implementation of 

fertility control and adjustment of sex ratios to favor males, achieving a post-gather population of 210 

wild horses (high AML) within the Diamond Complex. Under Alternative 2, the BLM would continue 

with this treatment protocol over the next 10 years by conducting maintenance gathers in the Diamond 

Complex to continue the population growth control protocols and remove adoptable, excess wild horses 

to maintain AML.  If gather efficiencies utilizing a helicopter do not achieve the desired goals of 

Alternative 2, water/bait trapping may be utilized during the life of the plan to remove sufficient 

numbers of excess wild horses to achieve the management targets, to relieve resource concerns and/or 

remove concentrated groups of excess wild horses both inside and outside the HMA boundaries within 

the Diamond Complex. 

 
Alternative 3:  Use an initial gather and non-selective removal (gate-cut gather and removal with no 

release or fertility control) of excess wild horses to achieve high AML (210 wild horses) for the 

Diamond Complex. Under Alternative 3, the BLM would continue to conduct maintenance gathers in 

the Diamond Complex over the next 10 years to remove adoptable, excess wild horses to maintain 

AML.  If gather efficiencies utilizing a helicopter do not achieve the desired goals of Alternative 3, 

water/bait trapping may be utilized during the life of the plan to remove sufficient numbers of excess 

wild horses to achieve the management targets, to relieve resource concerns and/or remove concentrated 

groups of excess wild horses both inside and outside the HMA boundaries within the Diamond 

Complex.   

 

Alternativ e 4 is the No Action Alternative. 

 

An on-site adoption event could be planned to occur in conjunction with the gather activities in which 

selected wild horses would be adopted out to qualified applicants at the gather location following 

standard screening and approval procedures. 
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2.1. Management Actions Common to the Proposed Action and Action Alternatives 

The initial proposed gather could take place in January 2013 and would be completed in accordance 

with this EA, Wild Horse and Burro Gather Plan and Standard Operating Procedures (SOPs; Appendix 

A) and any State or National policy and guidance in place at that time.  The BLM would be responsible 

for contractor compliance to national contract specifications including SOPs.  The BLM is committed to 

the well-being and responsible care of wild horses and burros we manage.  At all times, the care and 

treatment provided by the BLM and our contractors will be characterized by compassion and concern 

for the animalôs well-being and welfare needs.  BLM Wild Horse and Burro Specialists would be on site 

at all times during gather operations to ensure wild horse safety and humane treatment.  Measures to 

reduce stress and injury and ensure the highest levels of safety are described throughout Section 2.1, 3.2, 

3.9 and Appendix A.   

 

The number of excess wild horses to be removed in future gathers would be based on actual population 

increase, wild horse inventory flights and other relevant monitoring data.  All future gather activities 

would be conducted in a manner consistent with those described in this document.  Funding limitations 

and competing priorities may require delaying the future follow-up gathers and population control 

activities. 

 

The primary gather technique would be the helicopter-drive trapping method.  The use of roping from 

horseback could also be used when necessary.  Multiple gather sites (traps) would be used to gather wild 

horses both from within and outside the HMA boundaries within the Diamond Complex.  The BLM 

would make every effort to place gather sites in previously disturbed areas, but if new sites need to be 

used, a cultural resource inventory would be completed prior to using the new gather site.  All cultural 

materials located would be treated as unevaluated sites and avoided by project re-design.  No gather 

sites would be set up near greater sage-grouse leks, known populations of Sensitive Species; or in 

riparian areas, cultural resource sites, Wilderness Study Areas (WSAs), or Wilderness.  The project 

design includes features aimed at removing and/or mitigating adverse effects include locating traps and 

temporary holding facilities at least two miles from leks during breeding season where possible.   

 

All gather sites, holding facilities, and camping areas on public lands would be recorded with Global 

Positioning System (GPS) equipment and given to the District Invasive, Non-native Weed Coordinators 

for invasive, non-native weeds monitoring following the gather.  All gather and handling activities 

(including gather site selections) would be conducted in accordance with SOPs in Appendix A.  

 

Public observation of the gather activities on public lands would be allowed, but would be subject to 

observation protocols intended to minimize potential for harm to members of the public, to government 

and contractor staff, and to the wild horses being gathered, and would be consistent with BLM IM No. 

2010-164 and in compliance with Wild Horse Observation Protocol found in Appendix G.  Public 

observation sites would be established in locations that reduce safety risks to the public (e.g., from 

helicopter-related debris or from the rare helicopter crash landing, or from the potential path of gathered 

wild horses), to the wild horses (e.g., by ensuring observers would not be in the line of vision of wild 

horses being moved to the gather site), and to contractors and BLM employees who must remain 

focused on the gather operations and the health and well-being of the wild horses.  

 

The Observation Protocol found in Appendix G provides the public with the opportunity to safely 

observe the gather operations.  Every attempt would be made to identify one or more observation sites at 

the gather location that offer good viewing opportunities, although there may be circumstances (flat 
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terrain, limited vegetative cover, private lands, etc.) that require viewing locations to be at greater 

distances from the gather site due to public visitor access limitations or to ensure safe gather operations. 

 

Due to the mountainous terrain and vegetative cover, 

gather efficiency may be less than optimal.  

Population gather projections show that an 85% or 

greater gather efficiency is necessary to achieve the 

population management goals.  If gather efficiency 

is less than 85%, an insufficient number of wild 

horses may be gathered to allow for the 

implementation of fertility control or to adjust sex 

ratio, or to achieve the low range of AML.  Funding 

and holding space limitations, and National wild 

horse or burro gather priorities elsewhere may result 

in fewer than desired removal numbers as well.   

 

If follow -up gathers are necessary, the ungathered 

wild horses would have a heightened response to 

human presence and would therefore be more difficult to gather in the years following the initial gather.  

Any follow-up gather activities would be conducted in a manner consistent with those described here for 

the 2013 gather, and in conformance with the SOPs in Appendix A.  Funding limitations and competing 

priorities may require delaying the follow-up gathers and population control.  Future gathers could be 

conducted in either summer or winter months. 

 

If gather efficiencies utilizing helicopter drive-trapping do not achieve the desired goals of the 

alternative selected, or if a helicopter gather cannot be scheduled, water/bait trapping may be utilized 

during the time period analyzed in this EA to remove sufficient numbers of excess wild horses to 

achieve the management targets, to relieve resource concerns, and/or remove concentrated groups of 

excess wild horses both inside and adjacent to the gather area.  Any water/bait trapping activities would 

be scheduled during time periods that would be most effective to gather sufficient numbers of animals to 

achieve management targets.  Existing watering sites would be preferred.  In rare instances troughs may 

be used.  Locations of water/bait trap sites are subject to the same criteria for gather (trap) sites.   

 

An Animal and Plant Inspection Service (APHIS) or other veterinarian would be on-site during the 

gather, as needed, to examine animals and make recommendations to the BLM for care and treatment of 

wild horses.   

 

Any old, sick or lame horses unable to maintain an acceptable body condition (greater than or equal to a 

Henneke
 
body condition score (BCS) of 3 or with serious physical defects such as club feet, severe limb 

deformities, severe loss or wear of teeth or sway back would be humanely euthanized as an act of mercy.  

Decisions to humanely euthanize animals in field situations would be made in conformance with BLM 

policy (Washington Office Instruction Memorandum 2009-041).  Refer to:  

http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/info/regulations/Instruction_Memos_and_Bulletins/national_instruction/2

009/IM_2009-041.html 

 

Following the gather of wild horses, animals would be sorted by age and sex, and selected either for 

release back to their respective HMA or for transport to BLM WH&B adoption preparation or holding 

 
Figure 10:  Wild horses in the Diamond HMA.  06/03/09. 

http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/info/regulations/Instruction_Memos_and_Bulletins/national_instruction/2009/IM_2009-041.html
http://www.blm.gov/wo/st/en/info/regulations/Instruction_Memos_and_Bulletins/national_instruction/2009/IM_2009-041.html
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facilities, where they would be prepared for adoption and/or sale to qualified individuals who can 

provide them with a good home or for transfer to long-term grassland pastures (LTPs). 

 

Animals gathered from inside the HMA boundaries would be subject to the National Selective Removal 

Policy to the extent possible (refer to Appendix A), while ensuring that the post-gather populations 

consist of diverse age groups and animal characteristics.  Goals for the gather include releasing horses 

within all age classes except weanlings, and most yearlings.  Wild horses captured from outside of the 

HMA boundaries or from private lands would be removed regardless of characteristics or age and would 

not be released back into the HMAs. 

 

Priority for removal of wild horses gathered from within the Diamond Complex would be given to 

animals that were four years of age or younger.  It is anticipated that most animals released would be 

five to 20 years of age.  An emphasis would be placed on older mares and stallions (15+ years of age) to 

be released back into the Diamond Complex to avoid the stress of transportation and handling on older 

wild horses.  However, if necessary to achieve the post-gather population objective, animals within the 

older age class could be selected for removal. 

 

Most foals would be removed and transported to BLM WH&B adoption preparation or holding facilities 

as they would be 6-9 months of age and weaned from their mothers.  If foals too young to wean are 

encountered, they would be transported to the facilities with their mothers.  In certain circumstances, 

some foals could be selected to be released with their dam if it is determined that the foals are too young 

to travel safely or if the mother has been selected for release and the foal should not be weaned. 

 

Herd health and characteristics data would be collected as part of continued monitoring of the wild horse 

herds.  Other data, including sex and age distribution, condition class information (using the Henneke 

rating system), color, size and other information may also be recorded for all gathered wild horses.  Hair 

samples would be collected in order to monitor the genetic health of the wild horses within the 

combined project area. 

 

Wild horses would be selected and released back to the Diamond Complex, based on health and other 

desirable historic characteristics of the Diamond Complex.  A helicopter inventory flight may be 

conducted following the gather to collect information about numbers and distribution of remaining wild 

horses within the Diamond Complex. 

 

Population inventories and routine resource/habitat monitoring would be completed between gather 

cycles to document current population levels, growth rates, and areas of continued resource concern 

(wild horse concentrations, riparian impacts, over-utilization, etc.) prior to any follow-up gather.   

2.2.  Proposed Action and Alternatives 

Proposed Action:  Use multiple gathers over a period of 10 years for selective removal of excess wild 

horses, to achieve a post-gather population of 123 wild horses (low AML) in the Diamond Complex 

and implement fertility control.  Implement sex ratio adjustment to favor studs during gathers that do 

not achieve low AML. 

The overall objective of the Proposed Action would be to gather and remove sufficient number of excess 

wild horses within the project area to achieve a population of 123 wild horses, which is the combined 

low AML for the Diamond Complex.  The post gather target was determined based on the low AML 



Diamond Complex Wild Horse Gather Plan 
Environmental Assessment DOI-BLM-NV-B010-2012-0045-EA 

 

 
20 

established for the Diamond Hills South HMA, and estimated population increase within the Diamond 

Hills North and Diamond HMA that would allow 3-4 years (or longer) before the AML was exceeded.    

 

Due to National funding and holding space limitations, and anticipated gather efficiencies, the BLM 

cannot achieve the goals of the Proposed Action through a single gather in 2013.  The 2013 gather 

would therefore become the first phase in a long term management strategy designed to address large 

scale wild horse gathers while still achieving BLMôs management goals of attaining low-range AML, 

reducing population growth rates, and obtaining a thriving natural ecological balance on the range as 

identified within the WFRHBA and the Directorôs Strategy.  Under the Proposed Action, the BLM 

would gather and remove approximately 603 excess animals in the initial 2013 gather, resulting in an 

initial post gather population at approximately the high AML (210 wild horses).  Additional wild horses 

would be gathered so as to treat mares with fertility control (PZP-22 or current formulation).  Since the 

first phase of the Proposed Action would not achieve the desired low AML, follow-up gathers would be 

planned in two to three years.  All wild horses residing in areas outside of the Diamond Complex HMA 

boundaries would be gathered and removed. 

 

The Proposed Action alternative includes returning to the Diamond Complex every 2-3 years (starting in 

2015 or 2016) for a period of ten years to gather a sufficient number of wild horses to continue the 

population growth control protocols of treating and/or re-treating mares with fertility control and to 

maintain low range AML by using limited removals of excess wild horses.  The number of excess wild 

horses to be removed in future gathers would be based on actual population increase, wild horse 

inventory flights and other relevant monitoring data.  All future gather activities would be conducted in 

a manner consistent with those described in this document.  Funding limitations and competing priorities 

may require delaying the future follow-up gathers and population control activities. 

 

Because the 2013 gather would not allow for low AML to be achieved, in order to reduce resource 

impacts and promote recovery and improvement of rangeland health, the sex ratio of the 2013 post 

gather population would be adjusted to 60% studs to slow population growth until another gather could 

occur to achieve the low AML.  If future budget and holding space limitations continue to preclude 

achievement of low AML, sex ratio adjustment and fertility control measures would continue to be 

implemented.  If follow-up gathers are able to achieve low AML, only fertility control would be 

implemented as a population control, with 

sex ratio adjustment reserved for those 

follow-up gathers that do not allow for 

achievement of the low AML.  By 

completing the gather in the proposed 

fashion, the BLM would be able to reduce 

the population with each successive gather 

and treat an increased number of mares 

with fertility control (PZP-22 or most 

current formulation).  The Proposed 

Action is consistent with current BLM 

policy and direction to reduce gather 

frequencies and the number of animals 

that need to be removed from the range 

over time through application of fertility 

control. 

 

 
Figure 11:  Helicopter Inventory November 6, 2012.  Wild horses in 
the Diamond HMA in an old burn scar devoid of perennial grasses. 
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Long term management goals for the Diamond Complex include retention of a breeding population of 

123-210 wild horses and implementation of population control techniques.  The subsequent follow-up 

phases of the gather activities would be conducted during the period of July through February and in a 

manner consistent with those described under the Actions Common to Alternatives.  If fertility control is 

to be used then follow-up gathers would be targeted around the November to February timeframe which 

is identified as the period of maximum effectiveness of fertility control application. 

 

Capture success may vary depending on topography, weather, and location of the wild horses.  Under 

this alternative, the BLM would also attempt to gather a sufficient number of wild horses beyond the 

excess wild horses to be removed, so as to allow for the application of fertility control to all breeding 

age mares that are released.  This is in line with the Directorôs proposed national WH&B strategy.  

Fertility control would be applied to all the released mares to decrease the future annual population 

growth, extend the time before another gather is required, and reduce the number of excess wild horses 

that would have to be removed during future gathers.  The procedures to be followed for implementation 

of fertility control are detailed in Appendix D.   

 

Table 2 and 3 display the anticipated gather and removal figures.  Because the Proposed Action involves 

a phased approach, Table 2 displays the estimated initial gather and removal numbers given current 

funding and holding space limitations.  Table 3 displays post gather population targets for future gathers 

that allow for achievement of the low range of AML.   

 
Table 2, Estimated Populations and Proposed removals under Proposed Action (Phase I) 

HMA AML  
EST. 

POPULATION 

EST. 
GATHER 

NUMBER4 

EST. UN-
GATHERED 

EST. TO 
REMOVE 

EST. TO 
RELEASE 

EST. POST-
GATHER 

Diamond 151 298 268 30 147 121 151 

Diamond Hills 
North 

37 174 157 17 137 20 37 

Diamond Hills 
South 

10-22 30 27 3 8 19 22 

Outside Diamond 
Hills South 

0 311 3115 05 3115 0 0 

Total 210 813 763 50 603 160 210 

2.2.2.  Alternative 1:  Selective removal of excess wild horses from an initial gather in 2013 to achieve a post 

gather population of 123 wild horses (low AML) within the Diamond Complex, without implementation of 

population controls with periodic removals to maintain low AML over a 10 year period.    

Alternative 1 is similar to the Proposed Action with the exception that fertility control would not be 

administered to any mares released back to the Complex and low AML would be achieved in the initial 

gather.  Wild horses would be selected for release back to the range to achieve a post-gather population 

of 123 total wild horses in the Complex, maintaining a post gather sex ratio of 50:50 studs to mares.  

Subsequent gathers under Alternative 1, would occur on a 2-3 year interval over a 10 year period to 

remove excess wild horses and would be conducted in a manner consistent with those described for the 

initial winter 2013 gather.  The number of excess wild horses to be removed in future gathers would be 

based on actual population increase, wild horse inventory flights and other relevant monitoring data. 
 

                                                 
4.  Estimated gather numbers based on ability to capture 90% of the population, which could vary depending on terrain, 

animal location, weather conditions, and animal movement experienced before and during the gather.   

5.  Removal of all wild horses from outside the HMA boundaries will require 100% gather efficiency. 
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Table 3, Estimated Populations and Proposed Removals under Proposed Action and Alternative 1 

HMA AML  
EST. 

POPULATION 
EST. GATHER 

NUMBER4 
EST. UN-

GATHERED 
EST. TO 
REMOVE 

EST. TO 
RELEASE 

EST. POST-
GATHER 

Diamond 151 298 268 30 207 61 91 

Diamond Hills 
North 

37 174 157 17 152 5 22 

Diamond Hills 
South 

10-22 30 27 3 20 7 10 

Outside Diamond 
Hills South 

0 311 3115 05 3115 0 0 

Total 210 813 763 50 690 73 123 

2.2.3.  Alternative 2:  Selective removal of excess wild horses from an initial gather in 2013, to achieve a post-

gather population of 210 wild horses (high AML) in the Diamond Complex with the implementation of fertility 

control and sex ratio adjustment to favor studs. 

Under this Alternative, the objective would be to gather and remove sufficient number of excess wild 

horses to achieve the high AML for the Diamond Complex in an initial gather in 2013.  Future gathers 

would occur with 2-3 year intervals over the next 10 years to remove excess wild horses above AML, 

reapply fertility control and maintain a 60% male sex ratio.  The actual number of studs to release would 

be adjusted according to the observed sex ratios at the time of gather operations.  The subsequent gather 

activities would be conducted in a manner consistent with those described for the initial winter 2013 

gather and would be conducted during the period of July through February.  If fertility control is to be 

used then gathers would attempt to be targeted around November through February timeframe which is 

identified as the period of maximum effectiveness of fertility control application.  The number of excess 

wild horses to be removed in future gathers would be based on actual population increase, wild horse 

inventory flights and other relevant monitoring data. 

 
Table 4, Estimated Populations and Proposed Removals under Alternative 2 

HMA AML  
EST. 

POPULATION 

EST. 
GATHER 

NUMBER4 

EST. UN-
GATHERED 

EST. TO 
REMOVE 

EST. TO 
RELEASE 

EST. POST-
GATHER 

Diamond 151 298 268 30 147 121 151 

Diamond Hills 
North 

37 174 157 17 137 20 37 

Diamond Hills 
South 

10-22 30 27 3 8 19 22 

Outside Diamond 
Hills South 

0 311 3115 05 3115 0 0 

Total 210 813 763 50 603 160 210 

 

2.2.4.  Alternative 3: Use an initial gather and non-selective removal (gate-cut gather and removal 

with no release or fertility control) of excess wild horses to achieve a post gather population of 210 

wild horses (high AML) for the Diamond Complex.  

Wild horses would be gathered and removed as encountered until removal and post-gather population 

objectives were achieved.  No wild horses would be released so that the number gathered would equal 

the number removed.  The post-gather population estimate for the combined HMAs would still be 210 

wild horses (high AML) after the initial gather.  No selection would be made based on age, health or 

characteristics and all horses gathered would be removed, leaving the remaining wild horses within the 

Diamond Complex undisturbed.  No population controls such as fertility control or sex ratio adjustment 

would be possible under this alternative, and the population would continue to increase at normal rates.  
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Over a 10 year period, follow up gathers would occur on a 2-3 year basis to remove excess wild horses 

above the high AML and would be conducted in a manner consistent with those described for the initial 

winter 2013 gather.  The number of wild horses to be removed in future gathers would be based on 

actual population increase, wild horse inventory flights and other relevant monitoring data. 
 

Table 5:  Estimated Populations and Proposed Removals under Alternative 3 

HMA AML  
EST. 

POPULATION 
EST. GATHER 

NUMBER4 
EST. UN-

GATHERED 
EST. TO 
REMOVE 

EST. POST-
GATHER 

Diamond 151 298 147 151 147 151 

Diamond Hills 
North 

37 174 137 37 137 37 

Diamond Hills 
South 

10-22 30 8 22 8 22 

Outside Diamond 
Hills South 

0 311 3115 05 3115 0 

Total 210 813 603 210 603 210 

 

2.2.5.  Alternative 4:  No Action Alternative (No Wild Horse Gather) 

Under the No Action Alternative, a wild horse gather would not be conducted within the Diamond 

Complex.  Wild horse populations would not be actively managed at this time and wild horses would not 

be removed from areas outside of HMA boundaries that are not designated for use by wild horses.  The 

current population of 813 wild horses would continue to increase at an estimated rate of 15-18% 

annually.  The established AML of 210 within the Diamond Complex would continue to be exceeded.  

Additionally, implementation of the No Action Alternative would not result in progress towards 

attainment of the RAC Standards for Rangeland Health, or Land Use Plan Objectives for the Diamond 

Complex and associated allotments or progress towards the improvement of rangeland conditions. 

 

The No Action Alternative would not achieve the Purpose and Need identified in Section 1.2.  However, 

it is analyzed in this EA to provide a basis for comparison with the action alternatives, and to assess the 

effects of not conducting a gather at this time.  The No Action Alternative would not be consistent with 

the requirement under the WFRHBA to remove excess wild horses and burros from public lands and is 

also not in conformance with regulatory provisions for management of wild horses and burros as set 

forth at 43 CFR § 4700.   

 

2.3.  Alternatives Considered but Eliminated from Detailed Analysis 

Through completion of EAs for proposed wild horse gathers in Nevada, and Diamond Complex scoping 

several alternatives have been proposed for consideration and are discussed below.  

2.3.1. Control the excess wild horses with only the use of fertility control treatment 

This alternative would not decrease the existing overpopulation of wild horses, resource concerns would 

continue, and implementation would result in increased gather and fertility control costs.  Populations 

would continue to grow, resource degradation would continue, and progress would not be made towards 

attainment of Rangeland Health Standards or Land Use Plan Objectives.  In order to illustrate the lack of 

effectiveness of this potential Alternative to maintain populations at or near AML, the information was 

put through the Win Equus Population Model.  This information is displayed in Appendix E (Figures 

E.17 and 18).  This alternative would not meet the Purpose and Need identified in Section 1.2, and was 

eliminated from further consideration. 
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2.3.2. Use of Bait and/or Water Trapping 

An alternative considered but eliminated from detailed analysis was use of bait and/or water trapping as 

the primary gathering method.  The use of bait and water trapping, though effective in specific areas and 

circumstances, would not be timely, cost-effective or practical as the primary gather method for the 

Diamond Complex.  However, water or bait trapping may be used in areas where water is limited or 

absent to achieve the desired goals of Proposed Action and Alternatives 1-3 if gather efficiencies are too 

low using a helicopter or a helicopter gather cannot be scheduled and is therefore included as a 

supplemental gather method in the analyzed alternatives.  

 

This alternative was dismissed from detailed study as a primary gather method for the following 

reasons: (1) the project area is too large to effectively use this gather method; (2) water rights within the 

Diamond Complex are primarily held by the livestock grazing permittees, (3) access for the wild horses 

(and other range users) to all other water sources except the water trap source must be controlled to be 

effective which may cause short-term impacts to other users, (4), access to waters is extremely difficult 

and would preclude being able to use these sources for trapping animals or shutting off access to wild 

horses, and (5) the presence of scattered water sources on both private and public lands inside and 

outside the Diamond Complex would make it almost impossible to restrict wild horse access to one 

source to effectively gather and remove all of the excess animals in order to achieve management goals. 

 

The large geographic area involved and the extended time necessary to trap the wild horses under this 

alternative would result in a significant increase in gather cost and would make it difficult to limit the 

gather to a reasonable period of time.  The longer gather period (which could be several months) would 

either cause individually removed animals to be held for an extended time until the gather was 

completed in order to administer fertility control and adjust sex ratios, or it would preclude the use of 

these population control measures, and preclude any option to select removal and release animals for 

preferred age structure or other desirable traits.  Given the impracticalities of implementing this 

alternative for such a large geographic area, this alternative was eliminated from detailed study. 

2.3.3. Remove or Reduce Livestock within the HMAs 

This alternative would involve no removal of wild horses and instead address the excess wild horse 

numbers through the removal or reduction of livestock grazing within the Diamond Complex.  This 

alternative was not brought forward for analysis because it would be inconsistent with the current 

LUP/RMPs and/or Final Multiple Use Decisions (FMUDs) for the Diamond Complex or with multiple 

use management.  This gather document and subsequent Decision Record is not the appropriate 

mechanism for adjusting the authorized livestock use within the allotments associated with the Diamond 

Complex.  

 

The proposal to reduce livestock would not meet the purpose and need for action identified in Section 

1.2:  ñto conduct a gather to remove excess wild horses in and around the Diamond Complex to manage 

wild horses at the established AML ranges, to reduce the wild horse population growth rate in order to 

maintain AML ranges over longer periods, prevent undue or unnecessary degradation of the public 

lands by protecting rangeland resources from deterioration associated with excess population of wild 

horses within and outside the Diamond Complex boundaries, and to restore a thriving natural 

ecological balance and multiple use relationship on the public landsò. 

 

This Alternative is not consistent with the WFRHBA, which directs the Secretary to manage wild horses 

in balance with other multiple uses and to immediately remove excess wild horses.  Furthermore, re-
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allocation of livestock AUMs to increase the wild horse AMLs would not achieve a thriving natural 

ecological balance.  Unlike livestock which can be confined to specific pastures, limited periods of use, 

and specific seasons-of-use so as to minimize impacts to vegetation during the critical growing season or 

to riparian zones during the summer months, wild horses are present year-round and their impacts to 

rangeland resources cannot be controlled through establishment of a grazing system, such as for 

livestock.  Thus, impacts from wild horses can only be addressed by limiting their numbers to a level 

that does not adversely impact rangeland resources and other multiple uses.  Refer to the Affected 

Environment portion of Section 3.2 for additional detail regarding the foraging behavior of wild horses 

and livestock. 

 

Livestock grazing can only be reduced or eliminated if BLM follows regulations at 43 CFR § 4100 and 

must be consistent with multiple use allocations set forth in LUP/RMPs. Such changes to livestock 

grazing cannot be made through a wild horse gather decision, and are only possible if BLM first revises 

the LUPs to allocate livestock forage to wild horses and to eliminate or reduce livestock grazing. 

 

The BLM is authorized to remove livestock from HMAs ñif necessary to provide habitat for wild horses 

or burros, to implement herd management actions, or to protect wild horses or burros from disease, 

harassment or injuryò (43 CFR Ä 4710.5), however, this authority is usually applied in cases of 

emergency and not for general management of wild horses or burros.  As a result of limited forage, 

water and exceeded utilization triggers and drought stressed vegetation; livestock were voluntarily 

removed from the Diamond HMA in August 2012.  According to actual use data cattle grazing has not 

occurred in the majority of the Diamond Hills South HMA since 2009, and sheep use has occurred only 

on the Diamond Mountain benches.  

 

For the reasons stated above, this alternative was dropped from detailed analysis.  For long-term 

management, changes in forage allocations between livestock and wild horses would have to be re-

evaluated and implemented through the appropriate public decision-making processes to determine 

whether a thriving natural ecological balance can be achieved at a higher AML and in order to modify 

the current multiple use relationship established in the LUPs.  

2.3.4. Alternative gather techniques instead of helicopter capture of excess wild horses 

Within Nevada, scoping and issuance of Gather Plan EAs for wild horse gathers has resulted in 

comments from the public requesting that the BLM capture wild horses through alternative methods.  

The following is a summary of some of those methods with information about their use.   

 

¶ Net gunning techniques normally used to capture big game animals also rely on helicopters.  

These methods can be safe and effective on a small scale with optimum ground conditions and 

access.  The use of this method is not practical on a large scale and could result in additional 

injury to animals, humans and impacts due to the need for cross country off-road travel to access 

netted animals.   

¶ Chemical immobilization is a very specialized technique and strictly regulated.  Currently the 

BLM does not have sufficient expertise to implement this method and it would be impractical to 

use given the size of the Diamond Complex, access limitations and approachability of the wild 

horses.   

¶ Use of wranglers on horseback drive-trapping to remove excess wild horses can be fairly 

effective on a small scale but due to the number of excess horses to be removed, the large 

geographic size of the Diamond Complex, and approachability of the wild horses this technique 
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would be ineffective and impractical.  Horseback drive-trapping is also very labor intensive and 

can be very harmful to the domestic horses used to herd the wild horses and dangerous to 

humans.  For these reasons, this method was eliminated from further consideration. 

2.3.5.  Letting Nature Take its Course/Control of Wild Horse Numbers by Natural Means 

This alternative would use natural means, such as natural predation or extreme weather to control the 

wild horse population.  This alternative was eliminated from further consideration because it is contrary 

to the WFRHBA which requires the BLM to protect the range from deterioration associated with an 

overpopulation of wild horses.  This Alternative is also inconsistent with the RMPs, RODs and 

Amendments.  The alternative of using natural controls to achieve a desirable AML has not been shown 

to be feasible in the past.  Wild horse populations in the Diamond Complex are not substantially 

regulated by predators, as evidenced by the 15-18% average annual increase in the wild horse 

populations within these HMAs.  In addition, wild horses are a long-lived species with documented foal 

survival rates exceeding 95% and are not a self-regulating species.  This alternative would result in a 

steady increase in the wild horse populations which would continue to exceed the carrying capacity of 

the range resulting in a catastrophic mortality of wild horses in the Diamond Complex, and irreparable 

damage to rangeland resources.   

 

While some members of the public have advocated ñletting nature take its courseò, allowing horses to 

die of dehydration and starvation would be inhumane treatment and would be contrary to the WFRHBA, 

which mandates removal of excess wild horses.  The damage to rangeland resources that results from 

excess numbers of wild horses is also contrary to the WFRHBA, which mandates the Bureau to ñprotect 

the range from the deterioration associated with overpopulationò, ñremove excess animals from the 

range so as to achieve appropriate management levelsò, and ñto preserve and maintain a thriving 

natural ecological balance and multiple-use relationship in that areaò.  

 

Promulgated Federal Regulations at Title 43 CFR 4700.0-6 (a) state ñWild horses shall be managed as 

self- sustaining populations of healthy animals in balance with other uses and the productive capacity of 

their habitatò (emphasis added).   

 

As the vegetative and water resources are over utilized and degraded to the point of no recovery as a 

result of the wild horse overpopulation, wild horses would start showing signs of malnutrition and 

starvation.  The weaker animals, generally the older animals, and the mares and foals, would be the first 

to be impacted.  It is likely that a majority of these animals would die from starvation and dehydration 

which could lead to a catastrophic die off.  The resultant population could be heavily skewed towards 

the stronger stallions which could lead to social disruption in the Diamond Complex.  Competition 

between wildlife and wild horses for forage and water resources would be severe.  Wild horses are 

aggressive around water sources, and some wildlife may not be able to compete, which could lead to the 

death of individual animals.  Wildlife habitat conditions would deteriorate as wild horse numbers above 

AML reduce herbaceous vegetative cover, damage springs and increase erosion.  This degree of 

resource impact would lead to management of wild horses at a greatly reduced level if BLM is able to 

manage for wild horses at all on the Diamond Complex in the future.  For these reasons, this alternative 

was eliminated from further consideration. 

2.3.6.  Make on-the-ground and individualized excess wild horse determination prior to removal  

An alternative to make on-the-ground and individualized excess wild horse determinations prior to 

removal has been recommended through the public review process under the view set forth by some 

commenters that a tiered or phased removal of wild horses from the range is mandated by the 
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WFRHBA.  Specifically, this alternative would involve a tiered gather approach, whereby BLM would 

first identify and remove old, sick or lame animals in order to euthanize those animals on the range prior 

to gathering.  Second, BLM would identify and remove horses for which adoption demand exists by 

qualified individuals, such as younger horses or horses with unusual and interesting markings.  Last, 

BLM would remove any additional excess horses necessary to bring the horse/burro population back to 

AML.  

 

This proposed alternative would only be viable in situations where the project area is contained within 

barriers (natural and/or manmade) which prohibits the animals movements outside the project area, the 

area is readily accessible and wild horses are clearly visible, and where the number of horses to be 

removed is so small that a targeted approach to removal could be implemented.  Under the conditions 

present within the project area, however, this proposed alternative is impractical, if not impossible, as 

well as more disruptive to and less humane for a variety of reasons. 

   

First, BLM does euthanize old, sick or lame animals on the range when such animals have been 

identified.  This occurs on an on-going basis and is not limited to wild horse gathers.  During a gather, if 

old, sick or lame animals are found and it is clear that an animalôs condition requires the animal to be 

put down, that animal is separated from the rest of the group that is being herded so that it can be 

euthanized on the range.  However, horses that meet the criteria for humane destruction because they are 

old, sick or lame usually, in most cases, cannot be identified as such until they have been gathered and 

examined up close, so as to determine whether the horses have dental regression or damage, genetic 

defects (i.e. club foot), injuries (old/new), and overall wild horse body condition.  Old, sick and lame 

horses meeting the criteria for humane euthanasia are also only a very small percentage of the total 

number of horses to be gathered, comprising on average about 0.5% of gathered horses.  Thus, in a 

gather of over 1,000 horses, potentially about five of the gathered horses might meet the criteria for 

humane destruction.  Due to the size of the Diamond Complex, access limitations associated with 

topographic and terrain features and the challenges of approaching horses close enough to make an 

individualized determination of whether a horse is old, sick or lame, it would be virtually impossible to 

conduct a phased culling of such horses on the range without actually gathering and examining the 

horses.    

 

Similarly, rounding up and removing wild horses for which an adoption demand exists, before gathering 

any other excess wild horses would be both impractical and much more disruptive and traumatic for the 

animals.  The size of the Diamond Complex, terrain challenges, difficulties of approaching the horses 

close enough to determine age and whether they have characteristics (such as color or markings) that 

make them more adoptable, the impracticalities inherent in attempting to separate the small number of 

adoptable horses from the rest of the herd, and the impacts to the horses from the closer contact 

necessary, makes such phased removal a much less desirable method for gathering excess wild horses.  

This approach would create a significantly higher level of disruption for the horses on the range and 

would also make it much more difficult to gather the remaining excess wild horses.  Furthermore, if 

BLM plans to apply any population controls to gathered horses prior to release, it would be necessary to 

gather more than just the excess horses to be removed. 

 

Making a determination of excess as to a specific horse under this alternative, and then successfully 

gathering that horse would be impractical to implement (if not impossible) due to the size of the 

Diamond Complex, terrain challenges and difficulties approaching the wild horses close enough to make 

an individualized determination, would be extremely disruptive to the wild horses due to repeated 

culling and gather activities over a short period of time, would be cost-prohibitive, and would be 
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unlikely to result in the successful removal of excess horses or application of population controls to 

released horses.  This approach would also be less humane and more disruptive and traumatic for the 

horses.  This alternative was therefore eliminated from any further consideration. 

2.3.7.  Raising the Appropriate Management Levels for Wild Horses 

This alternative was not brought forward for detailed analysis because it would be outside of the scope 

of the analysis, and would be inconsistent with the WFRHBA which directs the Secretary to 

immediately remove excess wild horses and with multiple use management.  This gather document and 

subsequent Decision Record is not the appropriate mechanism for adjusting the AML  for wild horses.  

 

This alternative is inconsistent with the Battle Mountain, Ely and Elko RMPs and Amendments, and is 

inconsistent with multiple use management.  Alternative D of the Ely Proposed Resource Management 

Plan/Final Environmental Impact Statement (2007) analyzed an alternative under which wild horse 

herds would be left largely unmanaged except for removal of wild horses outside the HMAs and 

eliminated livestock grazing throughout the planning area to protect vegetation and soil resources. The 

analysis of this alternative concluded that this limited management approach for the HMAs, combined 

with the wild horse population growth rate and the absence of fire management, would lead to rapid 

deterioration of ecological systems within these areas and the likely starvation of many animals as wild 

horse populations increased beyond the support level of their habitat.  

 

The Elko RMP ROD (1987) provided for four HAs and ñgatherings as needed to maintain numbersò, 

identified the AMLs for the four HMAs within the Elko Resource Area, and established a process for 

modifying AMLs for wild horses through monitoring, evaluation, and Herd Management Area Plans. 

 

Adjusting AML must be based on the analysis of monitoring data.  Monitoring data collected within the 

Diamond Complex does not indicate that an increase in AML is warranted, because rangeland impacts 

associated with current wild horse use have been documented.  On the contrary, such monitoring data 

confirms the need to remove excess wild horses above AML to reverse downward trends and promote 

improvement of rangeland health and recovery from severe/extreme drought experienced in 2012.  Wild 

horse AML would be analyzed in future Rangeland Health Assessments which would include 

involvement with the interested public. 

 

2.3.8.  Designation of the HMAs to be Managed Principally for Wild Horses 

This action to designate the Diamond Complex as a ñWild Horse and Burro Rangeò under 43 CFR 

4710.3-2 would require an amendment of the approved RMPs which is outside the scope of this EA.  

Only the BLM Director or Assistant Director (as per BLM Manual 1203: Delegation of Authority), may 

establish a Wild Horse and Burro Range after a full assessment of the impact on other resources through 

the land-use planning process.  As this is not an ñexclusiveò designation, it potentially would not change 

the level of livestock grazing permitted to occur in the area.  There are currently four designated Wild 

Horse and Burro Ranges in the western United States that are managed principally for wild horses and 

burros consistent with 43 CFR 4170.3-2.  These are the Pryor Mountain Wild Horse Range in Montana; 

the Little Book Cliffs Wild Horse Range in Colorado; the Nevada Wild Horse Range and the Marietta 

Wild Burro Range in Nevada.  

  






























































































































































































































































































































































































